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Buhe Festival in Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahido Church for
Event Tourism Development:
the case of Debre Tabor and its surroundings
Dagnachew Nega Darcha
Tourism and Hotel Management Department, Debre Tabor University
dagnetour36@gmail.com

Buhe festival is also called Debre Tabor festival. It is one of the most famous intangible cultural
heritage events in Ethiopia. It was only a few decades ago that event tourism became established in
both the tourism industry and in the research community, so that subsequent growth of this sector
can only be described as spectacular. The festival is becoming highly celebrated at Debre Tabor
town, Ethiopia. However, its potential, value and opportunities haven’t been studied so far. Thus,
the objective of the study is to explore the practices of safeguarding Buhe festival for event tourism
development. The study used descriptive research design and employed a qualitative approach.
The target population were religious leaders, culture and tourism experts, the local community and
the researchers themselves. Data instruments were interviews, observation and secondary data like
document analysis. The collected data were analysed through thematic analysis method. Findings
revealed that Buhe festival in Debre Tabor is endowed with immense potential in the form of
cultural treasures, Debre Tabor Mountain, traditional songs with awesome poems, local traditional
costumes, religious ceremonies, ancient history, religious institutions and others. The main values
of the festival are socio-cultural, but also economic, creating a good image of the destination and its
historical and religious values. Further opportunities include the use of Gafat Industrial villages and
the ancient palace of Emperor Yohannes IV, celebrating the birth date of Menelik the Second and
his beloved wife, and increased government attention for event tourism. Generally, tourism and its
related stakeholders should work together to explore the potentials of the festival, to use the values
of the festival and to strength the opportunities it is endowed with for the sake of event tourism
development at the study area.
Key Words: Buhe, Festival, Debre Tabor, event tourism, potential, value, opportunity

Introduction of the Study

concerning nature and the universe or the knowledge
and skills to produce traditional crafts (Kurin, 2004;
Sheenagh, 2009).

Event tourism has become one of the fastest-growing
industries in the world. Cultural heritage is an integral
part of almost all tourist travel, of course to a different
extent of attractiveness for each tourist. In the last century,
different organisations have stood up to safeguard
heritage and prevent it from the devastation caused by
multiple influences including tourism (O’Sullivan &
Jackson, 2002; Rodzi, Zaki & Subli, 2013). In the context
of cultural heritage, two segments can be identified:
tangible and intangible cultural heritage. Our focus will
be intangible cultural heritage and its use in tourism with
emphasis on the sustainable development of cultural
tourism (Bouchenaki, 2012; Munjeri, 2004). Referring to
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO), intangible cultural heritage
can be defined as oral traditions, performing arts, social
practices, rituals, festive events, knowledge and practices

Tourism practice and management experiences show that
recently festivals and local special events have become
one of the fastest growing types of tourism (Smith &
Akagawa, 2009; Smeets, 2009). As a result, the number
of conceptual and empirical studies has been increasing
rapidly (Getz, 2008). Among the variety of sources, it
is noteworthy that local festivals are simultaneously
considered as ‘cultural’ and ‘economic’ phenomena
(Gibson & Kong, 2005; McCann, 2002) since they have
audiences, use facilities and equipment and entail some
kind of service provision.
Intangible cultural heritage as defined by UNESCO is
the collective works originating from a given community
based on tradition. This includes all forms of traditional
38
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and popular folk culture. These elements of heritage are
transmitted either orally or by gesture (Smith, 2006).
Over time, the transmission system and the heritage
elements / products may be modified through a process
called ‘collective recreation’. This means the heritage is
recreated by the cultural community as it changes and
evolves over time in response to the environment (Dwyer,
Forsyth & Spurr, 2005). The heritage products classified
under Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) include oral
traditions, customs, languages, music, dance, rituals,
festivities, traditional medicine and pharmacopoeia,
culinary arts, and all kinds of knowledge, practices and
special skills connected with the material aspects of
culture, tools and habitats (ICHC, 2003; Smith, 2006;
Smith & Akagawa, 2009; Raj Isar, 2004).
 meets (2009) indicates that the transmission process
S
itself requires representations and expressions of the
intangible cultural heritage. He states that intangible
cultural heritages are imitations passed on orally from
generation to generation and are mainly acquired by
the young generations through methods of mimetic
techniques. Safeguarding this heritage is about
the transferring of knowledge, skills and meaning
(Robinson & Boniface, 1999; Klaic, 2002). In other
words, safeguarding focuses on the processes involved
in transmitting, or communicating intangible cultural
heritage from generation to generation, rather than on
the production of its concrete manifestations, such as
a dance performance, a song, a music instrument or a
craft. Safeguarding means making sure that intangible
cultural heritage remains an active part of life for
today’s generations that they can hand on to tomorrow’s.
Safeguarding measures aim at ensuring viability via
continuous recreation and transmission (Leask & Rihova,
2010; O’Sullivan & Jackson 2002). Initiatives for
safeguarding intangible cultural heritage might include
identifying and documenting such heritage, research,
preservation, promotion, enhancement or transmission of
it particularly through formal and non-formal education
as well as revitalising various aspects of it (UNESCO,
2006).
Richards (2009) states that Culture and tourism were
two of the major growth industries of the 20th century,
and the combination of these into ’cultural tourism’ has
become one of the most desirable development options
for countries and regions around the world. Culture and
tourism have a mutually beneficial relationship which
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can strengthen the attractiveness and competitiveness
of regions and countries (OECD, 2009; Mateja, et al.,
2015).
Cultural heritage flourishes in the heart of communities
through cultural representations, yet it depends on the
knowledge of traditions, skills and customs which are
passed on to the rest of the community; from one generation
to another (ICHC, 2003). Cultural heritage relates not
only to material expressions such as sites and objects,
but also to intangible expressions such as language and
oral tradition, social practices, rituals, festive and events
(George, 2010; Petronela, 2016). Culture refers to ‘ways
of life’ and everyday practice as well as being manifest in
buildings, sites and monuments. Moreover, the diversity
of culture(s) is recognised to be fundamental to, and in
line with, the principles of sustainable development and
thus something which needs to be both ‘recognized and
affirmed for future generations’ (UNESCO, 2001).
Heritage and Religious Sites
Various characteristics and aspects of religious sites can
be seen to have potential the development of connections
between cultural heritage and tourism and thus linked
to religious tourism. These include deep soul-searching,
intimacy with deity, admiration of architectural or
natural wonders, educational interest in the history of
the site, observing and searching for understanding of
other religious cultures, different ways of life, and belief
systems, nostalgic / patriotic / commemorative reasons,
desire for authentic experiences or curiosity (Kasim,
2011). Nowadays faith-based travel is becoming a
boom business, which involves the practice of visiting
local, regional, national or international pilgrimage
centers, attending religious ceremonies, conferences and
celebrations, and all other religious oriented meetings
that do not take place in the home environment. This kind
of tourism potential has a significant effect on the number
of tourists in the world (Rinschede, 1992; Mateja, et al.
2015).
Buhe is a feast day observed by the Ethiopian Orthodox
Tewahido Church in the month of August, celebrating
the Transfiguration of Jesus on Mount Tabor. In the
countryside, students at traditional church schools,
usually prepare a big feast and invite the congregation
and the locals to join the festivity. The main reason for
the students preparing this special reception is to identify
with the apostles, who left behind their families to follow
39
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• Fasika (Ethiopian Easter Sunday), May (variable);

Christ. Most of these students have already left their
family homes, in search of education (Mengistu, 2008;
Mezmur, 2011). They travel far away from their villages,
finding shelter in and around monasteries, to gain a
church education and serve their church in the meantime.
Like the Apostles’ leap of faith, they decide to rely on
God to look after them, without worrying about what
they will eat, or where they will sleep. The locals usually
support these students, so they can continue their studies.
There are lots of traditional church school students who
celebrate Buhe festival yearly.

• Idd al Fitr (End of month of fasting for Ramadan);
• Idd al Adha;
• Buhe / Debre Tabor festival;
• Ethiopian New Year, 11 September.
These cultural and religious festivals in Ethiopia have
not been explored to any great extend, and the focus of
this paper is the Debre Tabor / Buhe Festival which also
hasn’t been explored. This reality pushed the researcher
to investigate Buhe festival for the sake of event tourism
development at the site of Debre Tabor and in its
surroundings, Ethiopia. Having this in mind the main
objectives of the study are to:

Statement of the Problem
Ethiopia is the home of lots of cultural heritage. The
Debre Tabor community is a source of immense cultural
heritage. Most cultural heritage is untouched and not
yet well explored. The available data on the relationship
between culture, festival and tourism are somewhat
limited (George, 2010; Nega, 2019). Although culture is
a major motivator for tourism, relatively few countries
or regions collect specific data on the volume or patterns
of tourism consumption related to cultural activities
and festival (OECD, 2009). The number of festivals
and cultural events has increased exponentially over
recent years and there has also been substantive growth
in the number of museums and cultural attractions as
destinations have sought to compete for the growing
markets of culture-hungry tourists (Smith & Robinson,
2005).

explore the immense potential of Buhe festival at Debre
Tabor Town and its surroundings;
indicate the value of Buhe festival for event tourism
development in Debre Tabor Town and its
surroundings and;
show the opportunities of Buhe festival for event
tourism development at the study area.

Methods and Materials
Research Design and Research Approach
Investigations which are cross-sectional, also known as
one-shot or status studies, provide a research perspective
which is unsurpassed in finding the prevalence of a
phenomenon, situation, problem, attitude or issue when
working with selected leaders, experts or employees
in the areas of culture and tourism, and hospitality
(Ranjit,2011).

A further complication in the context of this paper is
the nature of experience offered by a sacred site to its
visitors, which is seen to be a highly complex cultural
one. This is particularly complicated since it is largely
intangible and may include elements such as nostalgia,
closeness to God, a religious atmosphere and the spiritual
merit of a visit, on which it is stated to be impossible to
put a monetary value. Thus, festivals and events linked to
sacred sites are not properly investigated with research.
For instance, the most famous festivals in Ethiopia are:

In this paper, descriptive research design was employed to
answers the questions of this particular research problem
at the study area. Descriptive research is typically used
to obtain information concerning the current status of
phenomena and to describe ‘what exists’ with respect to
variables or conditions in a situation. Burns and Grove
(2003), suggest that descriptive research is useful in
providing a picture of a situation as it ‘naturally happens’.

• Ethiopian Christmas: birth of Christ;
• Ethiopian Epiphany: Baptism of Christ, 19 January;
• Adwa Day (commemorates the victory by Menelik
II over Italy in 1896);

The study also adopted a qualitative approach since it
helps to find out the uniqueness of each particular situation
by explanation and understanding the situation specific
phenomenon through naturalistic, qualitative inquiry.
The qualitative approach of the research consists of
observation, document analysis and in- depth interviews.

• Patriots’ Day (celebrates the end of Italian
occupation in 1941);
• International Labor Day;
• Ethiopian Good Friday;
40
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Target Population

Ethical Consideration

The target population in the study were South Gondar
Zone tourism and culture experts, religious fathers,
youths, elders and aged peoples of Debre Tabor, in
addition to Debre Tabor town culture and tourism experts,
culture and tourism experts of Amhara Regional State,
researchers and scholars.

During all the stages, the researcher maintained
professional standards. They started by finding and
contacting the respondents while remaining calm, being
cool, maintaining an open mind, ensuring that they were
trusted, assuring the privacy of the respondents and
preserving the integrity of the data. The researcher has
received full permission from all of the respondents to
use their information and since participation is voluntary,
it is important to respect respondents’ confidentiality.

Sampling Design and Techniques
The researchers used purposive snowball sampling
techniques. In this method, participants or informants
with who contact has already been made use their social
networks to refer the researchers to other people who
could potentially participate in or contribute to the study
(Creswell, 2014). In total, twenty seven respondents were
selected and the numbers of respondents was determined
based on the level of data saturation.
Data Instruments
The researcher conducted a semi structured interviews to
gather the required primary data. Through this instrument,
a researcher asks participants general and open-ended
questions and records their answers. Observation is
probably the most basic way to collect data: the researcher
records what he or she observes. Marshall (2006) states
that observation entails the systematic noting and
recording of events, behaviours and artefacts or objects
in the social setting chosen for study. Documents from
different journals, manuals, reports, web sites, office files,
videos and books have been examined. The most useful
ways of gathering these forms of data are participant
observation, in-depth interviews, focus group discussion,
the collection of relevant documents, and collection of
narrative (Neuman, 2014; Beverley, et al., 2009). Thus,
the researcher gathered information from observation,
in-depth interviews, document and textual analysis,
photographic data and internet search.
Data Analysis
Thematic analysis has been undertaken for this particular
study. Before the actual analysis of the data, the collected
data were sorted and categorised according to its source
and type. By looking for key terms and phrases, the
transcripts of key-informant interviews were reduced to
manageable blocks of data from which relevant quotes
and findings have been selected.

Results and Discussion - Potential Festival in
Debre Tabor
Most of the respondents agreed that Buhe festival in
Debre Tabor is one of the unique types of festival in
Ethiopia. As it was explained by the tourism experts in the
study area, the zone is known as a top tourist destination.
There are many religious tourists who come to the city
and its surroundings to visit Adyame Yordanos Wonkshet
Monastery, St.Kirstos Semra Monastery, ZurAba Abune
Aregawi Monastery, Tana Chirqos Monastery, Mahidere
Maryam and others. Most of the tourists are looking for
different religious and cultural festivals to experience
culture and entertainment. The following sections
detail the most prominent potentials of buhe festival as
explained by the informants.
Debre Tabor Mount Covered with Dense Forest
To begin with, the physical landscape is of utmost
importance. Debre Tabor Mount offers spectacular
panoramic views. It is fully covered by natural forest.
Trees have great potential at religious sites for religious
tourism development with a biblical justification
(Genesis, 2:9). The first book of the bible talks about the
tree of life in the Garden of Eden and in addition, in New
Testament, refers to the tree of life as a major feature in
Paradise (Revelation, 22: 2, 14). That is why all churches
and monasteries make their location to be surrounded by
the forest. Mount Tabor in northern Israel measures 575
meters. In Ethiopia Debre Tabor Mount which is found in
South Gondar also measures more than 500 meters. It is
beautified by green scenery with many different species
of wild life and birds chattering gloriously. Its inimitable
beauty has great potential and a wonderful scenic view.
It is the most spectacular mount to be found in South
Gondar. Debre Tabor Town gives best opportunity to
explore the mount, with the facilities and topography of
the town influenced by the higher topography in the area.
The mountain is a symbol of Mount Tabor in Israel. It is
41

Nega Darcha

Buhe Festival, Ethiopia: The Case of Debre Tabor and its Surroundings
Figure 1: Tabor Mountain, Debre Tabor

Photo by Author
Figure 2: Debre Tabor Eyesus Church at Mount Tabor and its map

Photos by Author
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the place where Buhe festival is celebrated with a great
religious ceremony.
The forest is one of the basic elements of the religious
practice in the monastery. Dense forest is the main
home of religious monks and the source of food. It is
also an appropriate place for prayers. Secured sites like
monasteries are often situated far away from urban
settlements and in this way they can be detached from
the materialistic world (Rinschede, 1992).
Debre Tabor Eyesus Ancient Church and Tomb of Ras
Gugsa Wole
Debre Tabor Eyesus was established by Atsie Seife
Yared. It is an ancient church which is found at the top
of Debre Tabor Mount and is the place where Debre
Tabor Festival is celebrated. Though the church had been
destructed, looted and burned many times in past wars,
it was most recently reconstructed by Ras Gugsa Wole
(1875-1930). The church has many cultural heritage
treasures. It is considered as one of the main places of
untouched tangible cultural heritage in the country.

Volume 9(iv) 2021

Cultural Treasures (chibo, lemid, whip and feast)
Observation proved that the festival starts many days
before the actual event. Many children form groups who
announce themselves with song. They and tell each family
of their presence by going through each home. Youths of
the neighbourhood tie bundles of sticks together to make
a chibo (Figure 4), which they set on fire while singing
songs. The main song is called Hoya Hoye (Figure 5) one singer leads while the others follow in a rhythmic
way. The event involves young boys singing songs of
praise outside of people’s homes, in exchange for fresh
Mulmul bread (itself called Buhe). The boys then bless
the family of the home for the following year.
Shepherds make a long whip (called Jiraf in the Amharic
language) from sisal fibres which they crack through the
air to simulate the heavenly tone heard by the Apostles,
as God spoke. In the evening, many people light a torch
(chibo) to represent the light seen by those who saw
Christ transfigured. Most boys prepare a whip of chords
which is very long.

Traditional Dress

Historical significant of Buhe festival/Feat of the
Transfiguration

In order to preserve the annual festival at Debre Tabor
as living cultural heritage, the event should be seen
as relevant and thus, must be practiced within the
community. During Buhe day, the community of Debre
Tabor wear their traditional cultural style of clothing
(Figure 3). Most interviewees agreed that in this regard,
the day is really unique.

Buhe festival is one of the best known and widely
celebrated religious festivals in the Orthodox Tewahido
Church. Buhe Festival is alternately called Debre Tabor
festival. It is celebrated annually on August 19 (Nehase
13). The story of the transfiguration of Jesus is told in the
New Testament when Jesus is transfigured and becomes
radiant in glory upon a mountain. The fact that Jesus

Figure 3: Traditional Dress of girls during Buhe at Debre Tabor at Debre Tabor University, 2019

Photos by Author
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Figure 4: Boys Singing Hoya Hoye, 2019 - carrying bound sticks (Chibo), receiving Mulmul Bread from local
communities

Sources: Group photo by Author; Food pictures taken from promotional literature from Buhe Festival

Son by a voice in the sky, assumed to be God the Father,
as in the Baptism of Jesus (Bible literature; Interview
with religious father, 2020).

only allowed three of his disciples to witness the event
may have sparked the discussion which swiftly ensued
about which of the disciples was the greatest (Luke
9:46). The Synoptic Gospels (Matthew 17:1–8, Mark
9:2–8, Luke 9:28–36) describe it, and the Second
Epistle of Peter also refers to it (2 Peter 1:16–18). It has
been hypothesised that the first chapter of the Gospel
of John also alludes to the event (John 1:14). In these
accounts, Jesus and three of his apostles, Peter, James,
and John go to a mountain (the Mount of Transfiguration)
to pray. On the mountain, Jesus begins to shine with bright
rays of light. Then the prophets Moses and Elijah appear
next to him and he speaks with them. Jesus is then called

Religious Ceremony
Lots of domestic and foreign tourists arrive to Mount
Tabor for the celebration, starting from the eve of
Nehase 13 (August 19). The festival in the area is named
Debre Tabor in Debre Tabor. It is increasingly being
recognised as a new and unique festival in Ethiopia. As
per the interviewee responses, what makes it unique is
the festival celebration at Debre Tabor town. The name
44
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Figure 5: Hoya Hoye Song

Source: (from the local community, 2020)
Figure 6: Transfiguration of Jesus at Mount Tabor

Debre Tabor is derived from the event at Mount Tabor.
Debre means Mount and Tabor means light. The festival
is increasingly an important element of the tourism
product, which also creates distinctiveness in a crowded
global marketplace.
At the same time, tourism provides an important means of
enhancing culture and creating income which can support
and strengthen cultural heritage, cultural production and
creativity. The 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of
Intangible Cultural Heritage stresses the participation
of communities and groups in identifying intangible
cultural heritage, in safeguarding, and in finding ways
that intangible heritage can contribute to development.
Observation proves that many tourists are coming during
the annual festival of Debre Tabor in Debre Tabor.

Source: https://www.pinterest.com/cntymty/pictures/
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Figure 7: Religious Tourists During Buhe Festival at Mount Tabor, Debre Tabor Town, 2019

Photos by Author

Tekile Aquaquam Institution

The name of this institution (Tekile Aquaquam Institution)
is derived from the son of Aleka Gebre Hana, who was
born at Fogera woreda in the South Gondar zone of
Ethiopia. The institution, located close to Debre Tabor
Eyesus Church, is one of the most unique treasures found
at Debre Tabor. It is a religious church institution where
many religious students graduate. Having spent around
four years in the school of (general) zema, the student
proceeds to the school of aquaquam which represents
the higher, complex stage of musical training where
the use of the Drum and the sistrum are the dominant
elements. The so-called ‘dance of the pirates’ is an
important item of the curriculum here (Mezmur, 2011).

The church school system is the instrument that has
preserved the traditional learning of Ethiopia and
conveyed it faithfully to succeeding generations. Ethiopia
is, after all, the only African country to have preserved
Christianity as its religion for over a millennium and
a half. Moreover, having its own written language
and literature, it has developed from very early days
a tradition of ecclesiastical scholarship. The Church
constituted the main guardian of traditional culture and
provided the only schools in the land for many centuries
(Mezmur, 2011).
46
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are directly related to the festival. Poems during the
festival can be categorised as travel poems, home poems,
complaint poems and poems of thanksgiving based on
the response of the local communities and their interest.
All the poems have messages for the local communities,
the government, and for different stakeholders.

Results and Discussion - Value of the Festival
Socio- cultural values
Debre Tabor festival in Debre Tabor is one of the
intangible cultural treasures of the area. In many towns, a
festival can mobilise local cultural forces and resources,
stimulating creative interventions and planning activities
that can affect local development and regeneration
processes (Klaic, 2002). Social value can be determined
by measuring social cohesion, community empowerment,
skill and development learning. Communities with
authentic cultural resources can provide a vehicle
for cultural exchange and understanding, stimulate
conservation and heritage preservation efforts, revitalise
traditional building and craft industries, and enhance
community cohesiveness and pride in cultural identity.

Source: From the local community, 2020

Aquaquam means chanting integrated with sistrum, drum
and prayers staff. Aquaquam Bet (school of Swaying)
is actually one of church schools along with Nebab Bet
(school of reading); Qedasse Bet (Liturgy school); Zema
Bet (school of music); Quene Bet (Poetry school) and
Metsehaf Bet (school of book). Auaquam School differs
greatly from the other schools. Because of the specialised
nature of this training, the student have to attend several
classes under different teachers instead of being tied to
only one master (Tiume-Lisan Kassa, 1997 as cited from
Mezmur, 2011). This unique church school is highly
visited during Buhe festival.
Ancient Poems related to Buhe Festival
Observation notes that boys and girls get together to
sing songs and recite ancient traditional poems which

Buhe Festival can help in preservation and conservation
of the cultural and historical heritage. One interview
conducted with a religious man explained this as the
following:
The Buhe festival has significant benefits for
social and cultural values. It opens opportunities
to sing together and celebrate using local
materials. To celebrate Buhe festival, the society
use also traditional materials like jiraf, qob,
lemid, mulmul dabo, mirkuz / dula and others.
So it is a key instrument to conserve such local
treasures.
The finding of Bouchenaki in 2012 confirmed that festivals
can strengthens the sense of identity and belonging
in a community, region or nation. It can also reinforce
social cohesion, dialogue, creativity and innovation. In
areas stricken by civil strife or natural disasters, heritage
serves to enhance reconciliation and reconstruction.
Culture is also a vibrant force that provides great spiritual
enrichment.
Economic Value
Cultural tourism currently accounts for 40 percent of
world tourism revenues. Intangible cultural heritage,
which sustains living cultural expressions and traditional
47

Nega Darcha

Buhe Festival, Ethiopia: The Case of Debre Tabor and its Surroundings
Figure 9: Girls Playing During Buhe Festival at Debre Tabor University, 2019

Photo by Author

this time, the local communities who are working on
providing hospitality, food and beverage service will
earn more profit.

know-how, as well as performing arts, holds great
economic potential. On a material level, cultural heritage
generates tremendous economic benefits through tourism
and related employment opportunities (Bouchenaki,
2012). The economic value can be determined by
measuring the gross added value, the multiplier effects
on the economy, tourist visits and their consumption.
Buhe festival has its own economic value for the local
community and regional development. Observation and
investigation confirmed that most hotels, pensions and
cafés are reserved starting from the eve of the holy day.

Conservation of Religious Values
Well managed cultural tourism can encourage the
preservation and even the revival of traditions and the
restoration of ancient sites and monuments, including
religious sites. Festival tourism makes it possible to find
a balance between protection and the use of religious
sites. If overused, the site can be damaged, and there
will be no future income. In such a way there is a need
for sustainable thinking. In this way it is important to
ensure that the indigenous cultural heritage of the Debre
Tabor local community will be preserved and conserved
sustainably. Observation proves that the community,
and different stakeholders are becoming informed
about the intangible cultural heritages which they
believe should be conserved for future generation. Buhe
Festival is a typical large-scale festival and represents an
integrated chain system of people, goods, and techniques.

Communities with authentic cultural resources can
generate economic activity and local or regional
development (Barry Lord, 2002). As per the findings of
Getz in 2007 and Van de Wagen in 2005, on a worldwide
basis festivals and local special events are used as
key elements within regional development strategies.
Moreover they are widely acknowledged to make an
important contribution to the economic development
of their local areas, as they provide opportunities for
tourism promotion, commercial outcomes and increase
inward investment in host regions.

One of aged male interviewees stated the following:
Due to the annual festival of Debre Tabor
in Debre Tabor, our religious treasures are
conserved and promoted. Other ancient cultures
of the society are becoming famous for the whole

As per the triangulation of data assembled during Buhe
festival, most of the accommodation facilities are full
and the main centre of the town is overcrowded. During
48
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world. Now from time to time, communities are
familiar with the history of Debre Tabor and its
immense culture including Buhe.
Creating a Good Image of the Destination
Much literature confirms that most viable destinations
have their own unique culture for building their image.
As explained, Buhe festival is also called Debre Tabor
festival. Celebrating Debre Tabor festival at Debre Tabor
town is a unique practice. Observation assures that this
event has great value in creating a positive and useful
image for the town. Due to such promotional strength,
lots of cultural tourists attend, and these spend more
money than the average tourist and travel for a longer
time.
As the increasing pace of life creates need for free time in
tandem with a desire to preserve the past, cultural tourism
becomes big business UNESCO (2003). Festival tourism
helps to establish and reinforce an identity. This is an
essential element in preserving and enhancing national
and local pride and spirit. Culture and heritage features
are essential in building a region or country’s image, thus
cultural tourism can be one of the key instruments in
developing a positive image of a country internationally.
Tourism can have positive and lasting effects on our
cultural and natural heritage, on creativity and cultural
diversity, and on the environment and balance of societies
(UNESCO, 2006).
One researcher in the area illustrated the following:
Debre Tabor festival in Debre Tabor town is
unique due to its history and culture. It creates a
big image for the local community. From time to
time, the number of tourists has increased. The
federal, regional and local government, local
communities, private enterprises like hotels,
travel and tour operators, researchers, volunteer
associations are also giving high attention for
the festival and celebrate the annual day with
special events. So for the future, the world
will look to wards Debre Tabor destination for
celebrating Debre Tabor festival.
As depicted in this response, big attention is being given
from year to year to magnify Debre Tabor festival in
Debre Tabor.
Several studies have been conducted to reveal the value
of event tourism destination attributes. Lee and Back
(2007) examined the role of event tourism destination
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attributes on forming the overall destination image.
Furthermore, the meetings, incentive travel, conventions,
and exhibitions (MICE) industry has been recognised as
a significant market segment over past decades (Astroff
& Abbey, 2006). Building on this, throughout Ethiopia
there is a concerted effort that Christmas is recommended
to be celebrated at Lalibela. Epiphany is recommended
to be celebrated in Gondar and Debre Tabor festival /
Buhe is recommended to be celebrated at Debre Tabor.
Such unique practice increases the positive image of the
destination.
Triangulated findings prove that through Debre Tabor
festival, the destination witnesses a significant boom in
the world of art and tourism as well as attracting foreign
tourists to the benefit of the area where they are visiting.
The festival is an outstanding event which records
visits by tourists in their thousands annually. According
to many experts, the festival reflects the life of the
community, its history and its identity. Its preservation
helps to preserve and rebuild broken communities, reestablish their identities, and link their past with their
present and future.

Future Opportunities in Celebrating Debre
Tabor in Debre Tabor
Gafat Industrial Village and Palace of Emperor
Yohannes IV at Semerneha
Gafat Industrial Village (where the likes of Emperor
Tewodoros IIs great cannon was made - Figure 10)
and the Palace of Emperor Yohannes IV at Semerneha
offer unique potential as they are found near to Debre
Tabor Town. They are now becoming some of the
most visited cultural heritages in Ethiopia. Having
this in mind, the festival could have good opportunity
to be promoted and developed alongside this site. This
mirrors many destinations which are trying to increase
their comparative advantage by adding to their stock of
cultural attractions. In doing so they are trying to develop
their intangible culture and creativity. One of the heritage
experts stated the following:
Coming to visit Debre Tabor festival in Debre
Tabor will open opportunity to explore Gafat
industrial villages as well. It is believed to be
the first industrial village in the country as well
as in Africa. It is one of the unique cultural
heritages which clearly shows the technology
levels of Ethiopia during Atse Tewodros. The
site is endowed with many unique qualities. So
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Figure 10: Emperor Tewodros II and His Great Cannon, Sebastopol Made in Gafat

Source: fr.wikipedia.org

Birthday celebrations of Emperor Menelik II and His
Beloved Wife

visiting Buhe is visiting Gafat industrial village
on the way!

It is know that the well respected Empress Tayitu Betul
was born at Debre Tabor town in Nehase 12/1832 and
Emperor Menelik II was born in Ankober, Shewa,
Ethiopia in Nehase 12/1836 (Figure 11). These people
are both admired and there is the chance of celebrating
their joint birthday at the same time as Buhe festival
(Nehase 12 and Nehase 13 respectively). There is always
a colourful celebration of their birthday at Debre Tabor

Primary research finds that Gafat Industrial village and
the palace of Yohannes IV are found side by side. The
geographical location is spectacular and is endowed with
natural scenic views. So, tourists have good opportunity
to explore both cultural heritages on the way to visiting
Buhe Festival in Debre Tabor.

Figure 11: Emperor Menelik II and His Beloved Wife, Empress Tayitu

Source: Amharakings.com, 2021
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during Buhe Festival. Interviews with experts assures
that there is good potential in celebrating the birthday of
such historical leaders of the country. There are different
attractive cultural events practiced during the day which
can commemorate their life. The local communities are
beginning to come together to develop cultural products
for tourism rather than competing directly with one
another. Emperor Menelik II’s victory on the battlefield of
Adwa against an invading force of Italian troops allowed
him to extend Ethiopia’s sphere of influence over most
of East Africa. Under his rule, Ethiopia reached the peak
of its economic, political, diplomatic and cultural power.
For peoples suffering under colonial rule, Ethiopia
became a symbol of hope and inspiration in their struggle
towards freedom. The Battle of Adwa also became a
source of inspiration for the worldwide movement of
pan-Africanism in the early twentieth century (Interview
with one of the experts, 2020; Eyob, 2019).

Figure 12: Some of the historical speech of Emperor
Menelik II and his unique achievements

Some of the achievements of the Emperor Menelik II
are the introduction of the printing press, establishment
of a gun factory and clay factory, the publication of the
first newspaper, mining projects, modern and traditional
medical institutions, coal mining, condemnation and
prohibition of Slavery, signing border agreements,
vaccines, electric lighting, establishment of modern
hotels among other important achievements in the history
of Ethiopia.
Wide Spread of Academic Institutions
Debre Tabor University is one of the academic institutions
to be found in the town of Debre Tabor. There are
departments which are directly related with this issue like
Tourism and Hotel Management, History and Heritage
Management, Theatrical Art, Amharic and English
Language Departments and others also. The development
and connection of these departments with the tourism and
heritage industries will provide academic researchers for
the cultural sector. As most agreed through interview, the
festival could be promoted much more widely through an
integration with such academic institutions, researchers
and scholars.
Good Government Attention
Through developing local heritage initiatives, tourism
policies and strategies meet the needs of all important
stakeholders like the community, local and foreign private
companies, the private and public sector, policymakers
and tourists. Sustainable development of heritage tourism

Source: Emperor Menelik Second Memorial Magazine
1992 page 18

should pay attention to stakeholder communication and
improve it among all included parties. Furthermore,
they should all participate in the process of creation of
an authentic and individual visitor experience (OECD,
2009). Interviews reinforced that new policies are likely
to feature new structures and projects involving publicprivate partnership and bringing together a wider range of
stakeholders to use culture not only to make destinations
attractive for visitors, but also to promote regions as
destinations to live, work and invest in.
One of the culture and tourism experts stated the
following:
Even though the festival is commonly celebrated
at the religious site since ancient time, it is in 2010
E.C that Debre Tabor festival is being celebrated
at public level by naming it Debre Tabor in
Debre
Tabor
through creating collaboration with different
stakeholders. Dr.Hirut Kassaw, the current
minister of Culture & Tourism, started the
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festival to be celebrated with such an attractive,
simple and memorable name in collaboration
with other stakeholders while she was serving
as head of the Amhara national regional state
culture and tourism Bureau. Debre Tabor
University is still providing unlimited priority
for promoting Debre Tabor festival to the world.
Nowadays, this festival is attracting the attention of
domestic and foreign tourists from different parts of
the world to the ancient destination of Debre Tabor.
Triangulated data analysis confirms that in addition to
the government bodies, the local communities, investors,
artists and volunteers, tour and travel associations should
be coming together and standing for promoting and
developing the Buhe festival.

Conclusion
Debre Tabor is endowed with many cultural heritage
elements. Among this, the festival of Debre Tabor in
Debre Tabor is an astonishing event which attracts lots
of tourists from different corners of the world. This
study was focused on exploring the potentials, values
and opportunities of Buhe / Debre Tabor Festival in
Debre Tabor town. The key features with potential are
Mount Tabor, Debre Tabor Eyesus ancient church,
cultural treasures, historical significance of the festival,
cultural dress, religious ceremony, and ancient poems
among others. The values are socio-cultural, economic,
the conservation of religious values and creating a good
image of the destination. The key opportunities are Gafat
Industrial village, government attention, widespread
reach of local academic institutions and celebrating the
birthday of Emperor Menelik II and his beloved wife.
Further research is expected from scholars regarding the
immense culture of Debre Tabor and its surroundings and
its future development.

Buhe festival should be celebrated for a couple of
days through incorporating different programmes
like research symposiums related to the event or
running different talent competitions for promoting
the event

•

All cultural tourism stakeholders at all levels should
give appropriate attention to the growth of the
festival.

Tour and travel companies should work on
developing package tours for the festival and for the
local famous cultural heritage treasures and promote
the event accordingly.

•

There should be strong co-ordination among the
academic institutions, cultural and tourism office and
other related stakeholders as the event has national
and international potential.

•

The local communities should attend the festival as
per the codes conducts of the event.

•

Religious institutions should work strongly with the
official culture and tourism office.

•

Academic institutions should create awareness in the
local community regarding the values of the festival

•

Academic institutions should utilise the event as a
source of education.

•

All the local communities should be able to employ
their cultural treasures when celebrating the festival
yearly.

•

The overall stakeholder group should establish a
strategic plan to magnify the event worldwide.
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